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Three Poems from Siberian Spring 
 

Catherine Greenwood 

 

‘Did they mourn their dead 

as elephants do?’ 

 

Stories 

 

Huntsmen and herders say 

mammoths still walk the earth,  

have witnessed the immense  

shadows moving like slow shaggy 

storm clouds across the horizon, 

tree-stump feet shaking the taiga. 

 

Like the blade hoisted by the hero 

from its hiding place, or the hag-ridden 

hut that stalks the woods on living stilts, 

the things raised by their tellers 

 

shake off the glacial ice melting  

on matted pelts and live as legends  

 

live: spell-borne, as clouds  

are carriers of rain. 

 

Mammoth Graveyard 

 

Relics from a reckless dig,  

their luckless bones  

are wreckage,  

hasty slagheaps piled  



 391 

in the minefields of churned muck; 

 

rarer, skeletons entire  

wrapped in the worn woolly  

rugs of themselves. 

 

Memories long as their tusks  

are stored in the blasted strata  

of the mud-face, corrupted  

 

irretrievable data:  

 

Did they mourn their dead  

as elephants do?  

 

White Gold 

 

A mammoth tusk is a fairy-tale  

giant’s nicotine-brown fang. 

 

The weight of it alone 

is humbling. Awe is encoded  

in the cross-hatched marks  

inscribed like scripture in the ivory core. 

 

A buyer offering money enough  

to pay the petrol bill / replace  

the truck / repair the roof / open  

a restaurant / send the eldest  

to plumbing school / surprise the wife  

with a washing machine / fix  

those teeth / dine on caviar and drink  

the best vodka / is waiting  
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in a Siberian village.  

 

In China the glorious tusk will be whittled by an artisan  

into a bough blossoming with an intricate froth of fancies  

 

that will never  

wither, die and disappear. 
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